Defending Make-Believe: An Ethics of Empathy
Playing make-believe is a universal childhood pastime. In creating imaginative worlds
together, children begin their first steps towards an understanding of empathy. Canadian
psychologist Keith Oatley supports this idea throughout his study of how various types of
imaginative, childhood play extends into adulthood (227). He examines games, role-playing,
symbolic play, and the creation of model worlds, drawing connections from the competitive
social dynamic of sports to the popularity of film as a storytelling medium to the impact of
literacy programs in Uzbekistan on social imagination. Throughout each case study of how
games influence social interaction, the universal thread is the tendency to create, imagine, and
fictionalize life. What is it about the nature of storytelling and make-believe that is compelling
enough to connect human experience across the divides of time, nationality, and education level?
The act of “playing make-believe,” although a seemingly innocuous childhood pastime, is a
powerful tool for creating human connections and developing a social imagination, which Judith
Lysaker defines as the “ability to imagine the thoughts, feelings, and intentions of others” (632).
Imaginative play and stories are inherently intertwined because the act of reading necessitates
imagining a world with characters that are outside of one’s own experience.
Picture books featuring characters who play make-believe together utilize this relational
aspect of imagination by turning ordinary objects into signifiers for empathetic world-building.
Sticks become swords or horses, boxes become houses or racecars. The imaginary world that the
characters enter into provides a common foundation for interactive play and relationshipbuilding. This in turn provides a model for the reader. The child reader is drawn into a dual
imaginary space, first entering the fictional landscape of the picture book and then being invited
into a specific character’s make-believe space through the illustrations and/or text. With these

connections in mind, ultimately, I will argue that depictions of imaginative play in picture books
provide a powerful tool for a child reader’s development of relational empathy and social
imagination.
Real-world objects becoming imaginary playthings is a common feature of many books
for children. For children who are still learning how words and objects connect and beginning to
understand metaphor, books provide a space for them to explore their own vivid imaginative
capacities. Picture books in particular utilize their unique relationship between text and image to
explore the complex dynamic of what is “real” versus “imagined.” For instance, in Ruby’s Sword
by Jacqueline Veissid, the “sword” in the text is depicted as a stick in the illustrations. The
“magnificent castle” is drawn as a laundry sheet supported by branches, and the “noble knights”
are the child characters who are depicted playing make-believe outside on a sunny day. While
the text fully inhabits the make-believe world through metaphor, the illustrations tell another
story where characters form relationships with one another through imaginary play in the “real
world” with objects such as sticks and laundry sheets, or through role playing. Perhaps not
surprisingly, the characters in Ruby’s Sword use the natural element of sticks for the foundation
of their creative play outdoors. In the article “Preschool: The Power of Nature: Developing
Prosocial Behavior Toward Nature and Peers Through Nature-Based Activities,” Ibrahim Acar and
Julia Torquati describe this phenomenon, stating, “Children’s play in natural settings is more
diverse and includes more imaginative and creative play than in nonnatural settings” (64).
Objects in nature, such as sticks, provide plenty of opportunities for children to build model
worlds and then share them with one another.
Alternatively, the action sequences in What to Do with a Box by Jane Yolen describe
indoor play with an ordinary cardboard box. Throughout the text, the box becomes a library,

palace, beach, race car, and sail boat, but throughout the illustrations it is always depicted as a
physical object, albeit with some magical elements that make the imaginary world “believable.”
The use of seemingly disparate text and illustration allows for a clever interplay between these
worlds and utilizes the relational aspect of imaginary play in much the same way that Ruby’s
Sword does. In both texts, there is an interactive aspect to the imaginative elements. Ruby’s
brothers affirm her model world by entering into it, using sticks as swords and offering objects to
help her build a castle. While Ruby is initially excluded from their play, she uses her imaginary
world to form a connection. Similarly, the unnamed characters in What to Do with a Box enter
into each other’s model worlds, and the book ends with an invitation to the reader: “So come for
a visit right now. Right this day! I’ve got a grand box just so we two can play” (Yolen 31). The
relationships of the characters with one another, and even with the reader, are enhanced through
make-believe play. Oatley states, “The reciprocity of children’s play can be seen in hide-andseek… when you are in the role of the person who is hiding, you have to imagine yourself into
the role of the seeker. Play seems to be one of the ways in which, in childhood, we discover how
to model others” (228, emphasis added). Imaginative play of all types creates unique
opportunities for relationship building both within and outside of fiction.
A poignant example of the connection between relationship-building and imagination is
Jonathan D. Voss’s picture book Imagine That. Within the story, the main characters, Olive and
Hoot, must work together to “fix” Hoot’s imagination. It is ultimately through their connection to
each other and through the ability to empathize that Hoot is able to regain his ability to engage in
imaginative play. In the turning point of the book, Hoot asks, “’Why is it, when my imagination
is the thing that’s broken, it’s my heart that hurts the most?’” (23). Olive responds, “‘You have to
imagine with this,’ she said, placing her hand over Hoot’s heart” (24). This piece of dialogue

offers the strong claim that a child’s ability to engage in worldbuilding and make believe is
inextricably linked with their social imagination and empathy. Each informs and enhances the
other. As Oatley states, “To imagine is to create a model world, a place and time to inhabit
mentally. Or it’s to think oneself into the world of another mind. In children’s play we can see
the making of such worlds” (228). These two definitions of imagination are not at odds. Rather,
they work together to form a more complete understanding of the connections between relational
empathy and make-believe. The book Imagine That ends with another vulnerable question from
Hoot, who asks, “’Do you think we could also imagine being friends forever?’ And they did.
They imagined it all and so much more…” (32). The final line of text is paired with a rough
sketch of the two characters sitting on an ordinary fence together after their day of playing make
believe. When they enter back into the “real” world after a day of imaginative play, their bond is
strengthened, and they can both imagine their friendship lasting forever. By extension, their
worldbuilding is an act of empathy. Characters within fiction, particularly in picture books,
create relational bonds with one another by sharing their imaginative capacities and engaging in
interactive play. How does this feature translate to the “real” world of the child reader?
Writing or reading a work of fiction is itself an act of empathy. Stories invite the reader
in, whether as an observer or a participant. The reader is called on to imagine the inner lives of
characters and draw connections that the text itself does not address. In Lysaker’s article
“Learning to Understand Others Through Relationally Oriented Reading,” she describes the role
of the reader, stating:
Bruner (1986) suggested that stories offer children the opportunity to learn about
what he calls the ‘landscape of consciousness,’ the inner world of thinking and
feeling, and the ‘landscape of action,’ the outer world of doing. Indeed, picture

books in particular present short, appealing views of how these landscapes
intertwine. (634)
According to Lysaker, picture books are a particularly useful vehicles for understanding the
connections between the “inner world of thinking” and the “outer world of doing” perhaps
because of their brevity, rather than despite it (634). The child reader must imagine both worlds
completely, filling in the gaps and making the imaginative leap to consider what characters are
feeling. This exercise in empathy leads child readers to a deeper understanding of how these two
landscapes relate to each other in fiction, and this knowledge can be transferred into real life.
The picture book Roxaboxen by Alice McLerran orients the reader by combining these
landscapes. McLerran begins by stating, “Marian called it Roxaboxen. (She always knew the
name of everything.) There across the road, it looked like any rocky hill—nothing but sand and
rocks, some old wooden boxes… but it was a special place” (4). The reader is left to imagine
what sort of a person Marian is and why she “always knew the name of everything” while the
narrative continues with describing the “outer world.” From this line alone, the child reader
knows that Marian is an important character, that she uses imaginative names to describe the
physical landscape, and perhaps that she was the first person to discover “Roxaboxen,” since she
named it. The text goes on to describe the world of Roxaboxen in much the same way that
Ruby’s Sword describes Ruby’s world. The imaginative space is “real” to the children; black
pebbles are treasure, stones form houses, boxes are “shelves or tables or anything you wanted,”
and sticks become horses to “go as fast as the wind” (10-11, 21). The imaginative landscape
named Roxaboxen is a place for the children to engage in interactive play, build their own
spaces, role play, and create a community. Readers are invited into this world through
descriptive narrative and brief glimpses into the “inner world” of characters like Marian.

Still, the imagined spaces that picture books such as Roxaboxen describe have the ability
to reach beyond the text and become “real” to child readers themselves. The timelessness of the
Roxaboxen landscape is hinted at throughout the text in lines such as, “Roxaboxen had always
been there and must have belonged to others, long before” and “Not one of them ever forgot…
More than fifty years later, Frances went back and Roxaboxen was still there” (McLerran 6, 2829). The physical landscape provides a canvas for imaginative play that is not confined to any
specific time or community. As Oatley explains, “In fiction, imagined worlds of the kind that
children share with friends in interactive play are transformed into imagined worlds that authors
share with readers, and that readers share with each other” (238-239). McLerran illustrates these
connections in her author’s note at the end of Roxaboxen, which states:
On a hill on the southeast corner of Second Avenue and Eighth Street, in Yuma,
Arizona, there is a place once known as Roxaboxen. The events in this book
really happened—to Alice McLerran’s mother. With the aid of her mother’s
childhood manuscript, the memories of relatives, and letters and maps from the
former inhabitants of Roxaboxen, Alice McLerran was able to recreate that
magical world. (32)
This textual example shows that model worlds are not confined to the maker alone. Imaginative
spaces can be passed down through generations and recreated through fiction, becoming “real” to
readers and shared with others in their communities. The illustrator of Roxaboxen, Barbara
Cooney, described the book as “one of her toughest assignments yet: constructing a magical
world out of something that wasn’t there” (32). Ultimately, it was only when McLerran’s
“eighty-year-old Aunt Frances (former Roxaboxenite)” shared her memories and described the
world that “the magic and spirit of Roxaboxen began to emerge—a magic found in the minds

and hearts of the children who played there” (32). The transformative power of storytelling
enabled Aunt Frances to share her world with Cooney and ultimately spark imaginative empathy
in a generation of new children through fiction. As Lysaker states, “When reading, the voices of
the self engage in a dialogic exchange with the voices of the text, creating a lived relational
experience with characters” (634). Child readers share in the make-believe worlds of characters
in fiction and by extension, engage with the imagination of the author. This relationship extends
beyond the page to spark social imagination and empathy.
There has been much qualitative research on the real-world effects of reading fiction. In
an article examining how fiction links to empathy, Andreea Deciu Ritivoi submits that “narrative
empathy creates an ‘enlarged mentality,’ precisely because it offers access to thoughts and
feelings that do not originate in us and are not a direct response to our own experience” (70).
This echoes Lysaker’s idea that fiction offers access to imagining the “inner worlds” of
characters—their perceived thoughts and feelings. However, this “enlarged mentality” is not
limited to the page. Rather, it extends to the child reader’s capacity for empathy and social
imagination at large. In a study on childhood literacy, Laurie J. Harper claims that picture books
“can provide the framework for building empathy, tolerance, and friendships and reinforce
social-emotional, problem-solving, and conflict resolution skills” (81). This is especially true for
picture books that feature characters creating model worlds together. The relational aspect of
playing make-believe is a powerful tool that allows for the development of social imagination in
a child reader.
A striking example of the connections between make-believe, relationships, and “real
world” empathy is the picture book Adrian Simcox Does NOT Have a Horse by Marcy
Campbell. Throughout the narrative, the main character, Chloe, grows increasingly frustrated by

another student who claims to have a “beautiful horse with its white coat and golden mane…
[and] the biggest, brownest eyes of any horse, anywhere” (Campbell 13). In a telling line of
dialogue, she claims, “Adrian Simcox gets the free lunch at school. His shoes have holes… He
can’t take care of a horse. Adrian Simcox can’t even take care of his own desk” (10-12). Chloe
can’t enter into Adrian’s imaginative world, and because she can’t understand his
“daydreaming,” she resents him for “lying.”
When Chloe’s mom takes her to visit Adrian’s neighborhood, Chloe describes it in this
way: “All the houses looked like they might fall down, and even though it wasn’t trash day, it
looked like it was” (Campbell 20). These phrases, although brief, are coded to describe poverty
in a way that a child reader could pick up on. When Chloe sees Adrian’s house, she enters into
his physical world. Chloe comments, “It was the tiniest house I ever saw. It was like half of our
house… I could see the backyard. It was no place for a horse, that’s for sure” (23). Still, entering
this physical space and seeing the poverty that Adrian lives in brings out an empathetic response
in Chloe. Rather than repeating her assertion that he is lying, she reaches across in an act of
social imagination and asks to enter his make-believe world by saying, “Is your horse at a farm?”
(30). This act of affirming Adrian’s inner world broadens Chloe’s own imaginative and
empathetic capacities.
In one of the last lines of the book, Chloe states, “And then I thought that Adrian Simcox
had just about the best imagination of any kid in our whole school” (31). Seeing the way in
which Adrian’s inner and outer landscapes connect helps Chloe to understand that Adrian’s
“horse” is in fact a product of Adrian’s desire to form relationships and to share his imagination.
Rather than ending with Chloe recognizing that the “horse” is imaginary, though, the text
subverts this in the final line: “I also thought, he had the most beautiful horse of anyone,

anywhere” (33). By affirming the model world that Adrian has created and entering into it
herself, Chloe is able to connect with someone who comes from a different economic
background and develop her own social imagination. By extension, the reader is invited into this
world, particularly through the final illustration which depicts grasses and shrubs growing wild
in Adrian’s backyard and forming the outline of a horse. This image affirms Adrian’s inner
world and shows the reader that the narrator’s reality is not the only perspective that is “true,”
encouraging readers to respond with empathy themselves.
In conclusion, imaginative play in picture books is a powerful tool for developing a child
reader’s relational empathy and social imagination. Looking at the physical objects that become
signifiers for imaginary worlds is helpful in understanding the relational foundation of makebelieve. Although children may imagine their own worlds, these spaces are enriched when
shared with others and provide a place for children to begin developing their communication and
problem-solving skills. Taking ownership of one’s imagination allows for interactive play and
model worlds to become “real” by inviting others to view the inner “landscape of consciousness”
(Lysaker 634). Storytelling in conjunction with imaginative play affirms the reality of makebelieve and encourages readers to broaden their own social imaginations. Lysaker explains, “In
fact, to use social imagination is to connect to the reality of others by imagining their inner
worlds or mental states” (633). Picture books provide a particularly apt vehicle for imagining
inner worlds and developing social imagination, which is “considered critical to children’s social
and emotional well-being” (633). Reading these stories of characters who form relationships
based on make-believe worlds is an exercise in social imagination and is a rewarding way to
foster empathy beyond the page.
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